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IN THE SUPREME COURT OF THE STATE OF IDAHO

STATE OF IDAHO,

)
)
)
)
)
)
)
)
)
)
)

Plaintiff-Respondent,
V.

JOSHUA CHRISTOPHER
LYONS-MILLER,
Defendant-Appellant.

NO. 47379-2019
KOOTENAI COUNTY
NO. CR28-18-15235

APPELLANT'S BRIEF

STATEMENT OF THE CASE
Nature of the Case
A jury convicted Joshua Christopher Lyons-Miller of possessing a controlled substance
based on a trace amount of methamphetamine in a cellophane wrapper found in his pocket. The
district court declined Mr. Lyons-Miller's request for a withheld judgment. The court entered a
judgment of conviction with a suspended sentence of three years, with one and one-half years
fixed, and two years' probation.

On appeal, Mr. Lyons-Miller asserts that the district court

abused its discretion by declining his request for a withheld judgment, and by imposing
judgment with an under lying sentencing that is excessive.
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Statement of the Facts and Course of Proceedings
While working his shift at the Budget Saver Motel, Mr. Lyons-Miller had an argument
with his girlfriend that got out of hand and he called 911. (PSI, pp.46-47; Tr., p.157, L.25 p.158, L.2.) A Kootenai County police officer responded and, after talking with the couple,
arrested Mr. Lyons-Miller for battery and pursuant to an outstanding warrant for a driving
violation. (PSI, pp.46-47.) Incident to the arrest, the officer searched Mr. Lyon-Miller's pants
pockets and retrieved a cellophane wrapper along with several bits of trash. (Tr., p.97, L.11-23,
p.158, Ls.9-18; PSI, p.47.) The officer saw that the wrapper had a small, trace amount of a white
crystalline substance that field tested positive for methamphetamine.

(Tr., p.102, Ls.11-25.)

Though the amount was too small for the State's lab to weigh, the testing confirmed that the
substance was methamphetamine. (Tr., p.110, Ls.5-12, p.136, Ls.23 -p.137, L.4.)
The State charged Mr. Lyons-Miller with possession of a controlled substance. (R., pp.9,
32.) Mr. Lyons-Miller denied the charge and went to trial, insisting he had no knowledge there
was methamphetamine in the wrapper in his pocket.

(Tr., p.157, L.25 - p.158, L.2.)

He

explained that, among his duties at the motel was to keep the place clean, so if he came upon
small pieces of trash, he would sometimes pick them up and, if there wasn't a trash can nearby,
put them in his pocket.

(Tr., p.156, Ls.2-25.)

He said he believed he had picked up the

cellophane wrapper, thinking it was trash. (Tr., p.156, Ls.2-25.) The jury did not accept his
defense and returned a verdict finding Mr. Lyons-Miller guilty. (Tr., p.198, Ls.18-22.)
The presentence investigator recommended probation for Mr. Lyons-Miller. (PSI, p.16.)
Mr. Lyons-Miller asked the district court for a withheld judgment. (Tr., p.207, Ls.24-25.) The
district court entered a judgment of conviction sentencing Mr. Lyons-Miller to three years, with
one and one-half years fixed, then ordered the sentence suspended and placed him on probation
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for two years. (Tr., p.209, Ls.8-12; R., p.146.) The district court declined to order the judgment
withheld. (R., p.146.)
Mr. Lyons-Miller timely filed a Notice of Appeal. (R., p.155.)

ISSUE
Did the district court abuse its sentencing discretion by denying Mr. Lyons-Miller's request for a
withheld judgment and by imposing an underlying suspended sentence that is excessive under
the circumstances ofhis case?

ARGUMENT
The District Court Abused Its Sentencing Discretion By Denying Mr. Lyons-Miller's Request
For A Withheld Judgment And By Imposing Judgment With An Underlying Suspended Sentence
That Is Excessive Under The Circumstances Of His Case

A.

Introduction
The district court's decisions denying Mr. Lyons-Miller's request for a withheld

judgment, and imposing judgment with a suspended sentence that is excessive, were
unreasonable under the circumstances of this case, and represent an abuse of the district court's
sentencing discretion.

Mr. Lyons-Miller's judgment of conviction and sentence should be

vacated, and his case should be remanded to the district court for resentencing.

B.

Standard Of Review
The district court's sentencing decisions are reviewed under the multi-tiered abuse of

discretion standard. State v. Miller, 151 Idaho 826, 834 (2011 ). The relevant inquiry is whether
the district court: correctly perceived the issue as one of discretion; acted within the boundaries
of its discretion; acted consistently with the legal standards applicable; and reached its decision
by an exercise ofreason. Id; see also State v. Le Veque, 164 Idaho 110, 12 (2018).
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When a person has been convicted of a crime, a district court may, in its discretion,
withhold judgment pursuant to LC.§ 19-2601(3).

See State v. Rollins, 152 Idaho 106, 114

(Ct. App. 2011.) "[T]he legislature intended the courts to have maximum flexibility to fashion
the sentence most appropriate to the individual defendant." Rollins, 152 Idaho at 114 (quoting
State v. Wagenius, 99 Idaho 273, 279 (1978)). Where a defendant claims the sentencing court

erred in failing to order a withheld judgment, the defendant must demonstrate the decision was
an abuse of discretion.

Rollins, 152 Idaho at 114.

Factors that bear on the imposition of

sentence also apply in review of the discretionary decision to withhold judgment. State v. Geier,
209 Idaho 963, 965 (Ct. App. 1985).
A sentence is reasonable if it appears necessary to accomplish the primary objective of
protecting society and to achieve any or all of the related goals of deterrence, rehabilitation, or
retribution. State v. Lundquist, 134 Idaho 831, 836 (2000); State v. Toohill, 103 Idaho 565, 568
(Ct. App. 1982). However, a sentence is excessive, representing an abuse of discretion, if it is
unreasonable "under any reasonable view of the facts." State v. Strand, 13 7 Idaho 457, 460
(2002); Toohill, 103 Idaho at 568. Where a defendant challenges his sentence as excessively
harsh, the appellate court conducts an independent review of the record, considering the nature of
the offense, the character of the offender, and the protection of the public interest. Miller, 151
Idaho at 834.
C.

The District Court Erred In Declining To Withhold Judgment And In Ordering An
Underlying Sentence That Is Excessive, Given The Circumstances Of This Case
Mr. Lyons-Miller was a perfect candidate for a withheld judgment. He was 27 at the time

of sentencing, with a single prior offense as an adult - misdemeanor driving without privileges.
(PSI, pp.4, 6.) He is polite and respectful of authority. He was a hard worker, employed for
nearly eight years by the same employer, Westside Installers. (PSI, p.31.) He was well-liked by
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his boss, who wrote the court a letter stating Mr. Lyons-Miller "always brings his A game," and
had not missed a day of work in over a year. (PSI, p.31.)
Mr. Lyons-Miller also has a positive record of overcoming obstacles. He grew up poor,
raised by a single and disabled mother. (PSI, p.9.) He met his father only once. (PSI, p.9.)
Despite his humble home life, Mr. Lyons-Miller earned top grades in high school and completed
three years of college. (PSI, 10.) He plans to return to school and finish his degree. (PSI, p.11.)
Denying Mr. Lyons-Miller a withheld judgment, however, may prevent him from accessing
financial aid for college, or even admission to some colleges, and will impact his opportunities
for future employment.
Denying Mr. Lyons-Miller's request of a withheld judgment is also unjustified and
unreasonable given that his offense is not a particularly serious one. He possessed an amount of
methamphetamine so small the State forensic lab could not even weigh it. (Tr., p.110, Ls.5-12.)

Compare State v. Trejo, 132 Idaho 872, 880 (Ct. App.1990) (denial of withheld judgment was
warranted by the nature of the offense: deliberate shooting.) The small amount that Mr. LyonsMiller possessed in this case does not justify the district court declining to withho Id judgment,
nor does it balance against the excessive sentence of three years, with one and one-half years
fixed, the court imposed for that conduct. The district court's decisions to deny a withheld
judgment, and to impose judgment with an underlying excessive sentence, represent an abuse of
the district court's sentencing discretion.
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CONCLUSION
Mr. Lyons-Miller respectfully requests that this Court vacate the judgment of conviction
and remand his case to the district court, with instructions that the district court either order a
withheld judgment or, alternatively, impose a less harsh, reasonable underlying sentence.
DATED this 20 th day of April, 2020.

/ s/ Kimberly A. Coster
KIMBERLY A. COSTER
Deputy State Appellate Public Defender
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